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Welcome to Survival
Lawrence Gonzales outlines tenets for survival in 
Deep Survival – Who Lives, Who Dies, and Why. 
These lessons are applicable whether you are lost 
in a wilderness, caught in a bad snowstorm on I-94, 
or trying to figure out where your hostel is 2 am. 
Most people live in low-risk environments 
designed specifically so that
consequences of inattention 
are trivial. 
But if we take that attitude into the wild—or 
into any risky area of life, love, or business—
the cost can be high.
Nature does not adjust to our level of skill!
The emotional system 
(from the Latin verb 
emovered, “to move away,”) 
works powerfully and 
quickly to motivate behavior.
Fear is a normal, natural, 
and desirable emotion.
It is not a lack of fear that 
separates elite performers from 
the rest of us.
They are afraid too, but they are 
not overwhelmed by it.  
Confronted with a changing 
environment, they rapidly adapt.
All people experience the 
emotion of fear.   Survivors 
balance fear with action sooner. 
Tip:  HUMOR HELPS! 
Your brain is wired to receive and process 
sensory signals in 2 ways.
1) Neocortex does the analysis and conscious 
decisions.  (Reasoned response)
2) Amygdala screens for danger and get 
signals milliseconds sooner.    (Emotional 
response)
• Reason is slower, deliberate, 
and open to debate.
• Emotion is quick, 
unhesitating, and sure of 
itself – even if it is wrong.
Plato called these 
emotional reactions the 
“horse of emotion.” 
Reason is the “jockey.”
You need both!
The trick is to get the jockey in charge 
of the horse as quickly as possible.
MENTAL MODEL
Your brain creates “mental models” for 
nearly every situation using your 
experiences, training and education.  
These “mental models” provide 
understanding which can be applied to 
a future similar situation. 
• Manners at a restaurant.
• Driving a car on ice.
• Using a fire extinguisher.
MENTAL MODEL
Your brain automatically seeks the 
closest mental model it knows to 
handle a new situation.     
What is your 
mental model for 
inter-acting with 
a cop?
Will it work with 
a corrupt cop?
What is your 
mental model for 
being safe with a 
fire outdoors?  Will it work for 
this fire?    
NOTE: “You are creating a world that is congruent 
with your interpretation, even though it may be the 
wrong world.”—Sociologist Charles Perrow
MENTAL MODEL
Training and experience 
expand your mental model.   
A correct mental model allows correct actions 
to automatically flow from your emotional 
response. 
NOTE:  An incorrect mental model allows 
incorrect automatic emotional reactions.   
MENTAL MODEL
Planning provides a “future” mental model  
for the expected event.   Plans are good!
But most emergencies are by definition not 
part of a plan.   So you need to be able to 
quickly adapt the plan.  Adaptation requires 
new information to be incorporated. 
Survivors recognize when the current plan no 
longer fits.   Survivors welcome new info!




Prevent a problem. 
Analyze risk vs. reward.   
When facing a hazard, ask yourself: 
What is the reward I am seeking?  
What is the most I would pay for it?
Lesson #2
Make a good plan A! 
Have a plan B. 
Maybe even have a plan C.  
But, adaption is important than 
sticking to the plan. 
Be able to let go of Plan A and 
move to Plan B.
TIP:  Prepare well!  Plan B is 
always easier if Plan A included 
stuff like  food, map, jacket, cell 
phone, and matches.
Psychologists who study 
survival say that people 
who are rule followers 
don’t do as well as those 
who are of independent 
mind and spirit.
Why?   Because they are 
more willing to adapt.
A realist adapts.
Lesson #3
The most successful 
are open to the 
changing nature of 
their environment.
They are curious about 
new information.
Lesson #4
Those that survive do not 
impose pre-existing patterns on 
new information, but rather 
allow new information to 
reshape their mental models. 
The person who has the 
best chance of handling 
a situation well is 
usually the one with the 
best mental pictures or 
images of what is 
actually occurring in the 
environment.
Watch out:
Researchers point out 
that people tend to take 
any information as 




Whenever you start looking at 
your map and saying something 
like, “Well, that lake could have 
dried up,” or, “Maybe that old 
church fell down last year,” a 
big red light should go off. 
You’re trying to make reality 
conform to your existing mental 
model rather than seeing what’s 
there—
You are “bending the map”!
Lesson #5
Update your mental model.  
• Learn from training and the 
experience of yourself and others. 
• Be in the moment!  Pay attention to 
new information and add it to your 
mental model.
Use the best training, experience, and advice you can 
find to build a plan and an updated mental model, 
especially before going into a dangerous situation.
MENTAL MODEL
Lesson #6
Discard the hope of 
rescue so that your 
brain settles down.
Lesson #7
Do the next right thing.
A small thing done right 
is a good action.   
Break the huge problem in 
to simpler chunks or steps.
Simple directed action is 
the key to regaining normal 
psychological functioning.
Lesson #8
Be willing to backtrack 
if you are lost.
Psychologists who 
study the behavior of 
people who get lost 
report that very few 
ever backtrack.
And it is so easy to 
backtrack!
TIP: When going out, 
look backwards often  
so it seems familiar.
From Lost Person Behavior
Panic usually implies tearing around or 
thrashing through the brush, but in its 
earlier stages it is less frantic. . . 
it all starts when a person looks about and 
finds that a supposedly familiar location 
now appears totally strange, or when they 
start to realize that it seems to be taking 
longer to reach a particular place than they 
had expected. 
There is a tendency to hurry to “find the 
right place.” Maybe it’s just over that little 
ridge.
Five General Stages in Getting Lost
Deny that you’re disoriented; press on with growing urgency.
Realize you’re lost; actions become frantic and unproductive.
Exhausted, you seek some place that matches the mental map 
you have.
You deteriorate both rationally and emotionally as the above 
strategy fails to resolve the conflict.
Finally, you run out of options and energy and become 
resigned to your plight.
You feel lost when reality doesn’t 
match the plan/mental model.
Survival tip:  By definition, if you accept 
your current location as your new home, 
you are not lost.
And then you can spend your energy and 
emotions surviving in your “new” home 
while preparing to move back to your 
“previous” home.
Lesson #9
Think of others, not 
yourself. People 
survive best when they 
try to live for others, 
such as spouses, 
children, or other loved 
ones.
Lesson #10
Surrender to reality.  But be positive. 
A survivor says:  
“I may die.  I’ll probably die.  
But I’m going to keep going anyway.” 
TEN TENETS OF SURVIVAL
Lesson #1: Analyze risk vs. reward. Prevent a problem.
Lesson #2: Make a good plan and prepare!  But, adaption is important than sticking to the plan. 
Be able to let go of Plan A and move to Plan B.
Lesson #3: The most successful are open to the changing nature of their environment. They are 
curious to know what’s up.
Lesson #4: Those that survive do not impose pre-existing patterns on new information, but 
rather allow new information reshape their mental models.
Lesson #5: Update your mental model.  Learn from training and the experience of yourself and 
others.  Be in the moment!  Pay attention to new information.
Lesson #6: Discard the hope of rescue so that your brain settles down.
Lesson #7: Do the next right thing.  A small thing done right is a good action.
Lesson #8: Be willing to backtrack if you are lost.
Lesson #9: Think of others, not yourself. People survive best when they try to live for others.
Lesson #10: Surrender to reality.  But be positive.   A survivor says:  “I may die.  I’ll probably 
die.  But I’m going to keep going anyway.” 


Most people are incapable of performing 
any but the simplest tasks under stress. 
Your working memory can only handle 5-8 
items at once and is “stressed” when 
flooded with too many items to process.  
Stress erodes the brain’s 
ability to perceive the full reality.
You see less, hear less, miss more cues from 
the environment, and make mistakes. 
Experience is nothing more than the 
engine that drives adaptation. 
You need to know if your particular 
experience has produced the sort of 
adaptation that will contribute to 
survival in the particular environment 
you choose. 
And when the environment changes, 
you have to be aware that your own 
experience might be inappropriate.
Lesson #x
Prevent a problem. 
Don’t over-celebrate the 
summit.   You are only 
halfway to your goal of 
getting home.   
Don’t  let down your guard 
when you are already tired.
You could cause an emergency.
Note:  Once you are in an 
emergency situation, DO 
celebrate even little 
achievements.
Planning is a Deep Instinct
Plans are an integral part of 
survival. Plans are generated 
as one of the many outputs of 
the brain as it goes about its 
business of mapping the 
body and the environment, 
along with the events taking 
place in both, resulting in 
adaptation. 
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Lecture Four
Case Study Handout
Page 140-142: Backcountry Blizzard. Apply the seven tenets of survival. 
 Which ones did Nick Williams follow?
 Which ones did he miss?
 What do you think was the number one reason he survived?
 Do you think he correctly estimated his risk?
You feel lost when reality doesn’t 
match the plan/mental model.
Our plans or ideas of future events are stored 
in memory just as past events are. 
To the brain’s mental model, 
the future is as real as the past. 
SEVEN TENETS OF SURVIVAL
Lesson #1: The most successful are open to the changing nature of their 
environment. They are curious to know what’s up.
Lesson #2: In nature, adaption is important; the plan is not. We must plan. 
But we must be able to let go of the plan, too.
Lesson #3: Those that survive do not impose pre-existing patterns on new 
information, but rather allow new information reshape their mental 
models.
Lesson #4: Be here now—pay attention and keep an up-to-date mental 
model.
Lesson #5: Be willing to backtrack if you are lost.
Lesson #6: Discard the hope of rescue so that your brain settles down.
Lesson #7: When all else fails think of others, not yourself. People survive 
best when they try to live for others, such as spouses, children, or other 
loved ones.
Journal Question Due Friday, Sept 26 by e-
mail.
Which of the  7 tenets do you think is most 
important and why?
75-100 words is fine.  Be thoughtful!
500 words is also fine, but it had better be 
very, very good.  
"THE PESSIMIST COMPLAINSABOUTTHE WIN~ 
THE OPTIMIST EXPECTS IT TO CHANGE; 
THE REALIST ADJUSTS THE SAILS.' 
WILLIAM A. WARD 
In daily life, people operate on 
the necessary illusion that they 
know where they are. Much of 
the time, they don’t. 
The only time most people are 
not lost to some degree is 
when they are at home. 
